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Foreword

Inthislecture, Moise C. Mensah traces the recent history of economic policy
in Benin and examines how Benin can meet food security needs while over-
coming the challenges posed by a growing population, fragile naturd
resource base, and constraints on productivity.

Although the gap between food supply and demand is not significant in
Benin, about athird of the population is food insecure because of regional
differencesin food production and lack of income. The growth in population
meansthat Benin' sfood requirements will doublein volume by 2020, possi-
bly increasing the food-insecure share of the population. To help make the
Beninese food secure, Mensah suggests that several steps be taken in three
areas: agricultural and rural development, agricultural research, and regional
cooperation. These steps include faster decentralization of government in
order to empower local communities, improvement of infrastructure and
rural services, enhancement of market efficiency, promotion of income gen-
eration in rura areas, improvement in the link between farmers needs and
research themes and extension packages, strengthening of the capability for
food policy analysis and research, and better integration of Benin into
regional marketing and cooperation.

Per Pinstrup-Andersen
December 1999



Feeding More People and Better
in West Africa: The Case of Benin

Moise C. Mensah

TheInternational Food Policy Research Institute’' s2020 Vision initiative has
been providing uswith enlightened guidance on the stepswe must take if we
want to witness asignificant if not total eradication of hunger and malnutri-
tion within the next generation. By we, | mean policymakers at both national
and international levels, scientists, development thinkers and practitioners,
and all citizens of the world who do not accept the increasing gap between
the wealthy and the poor, the gap between what we know can be doneto feed
the poor and the little we are doing to meet those needs.

The IFPRI lecture series on food, agriculture, and the environment pro-
vides aforum for reflection on these and related issues, and | am honored to
take part in this event. | wish to thank IFPRI for inviting me to deliver this
year'slecture. | shall attempt to describe how Benin, a West African coun-
try, isfacing the challenge of having to feed a growing population in a sus-
tainable way on arelatively fragile natural resource base. In so doing, | shall
look at Benin's food needs and assess the means available to reach food
delivery targetsin an efficient, sustainable, and socially acceptable manner. |
shall alsoraiseafew policy issuesthat must be addressed to achieve success.

BENIN: IDENTITY CARD

The Republic of Benin is one of the 16 member countries of the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS), which contains 235 million
inhabitants and stretches from Mauritaniato Nigeriaover an area of 6.1 mil-
lion square kilometers.

Moise C. Mensah has been a national and international policymaker for many years.
He has served as minister of rural development in his native Benin, assistant director
genera for Africaat the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, and
assistant president of the International Fund for Agricultural Development. He recently
served asthe minister of financein Benin. Mensah isamember of IFPRI’s2020 Vision
International Advisory Committee.



Geographical Profile

Benin covers 113,000 square kilometers and has a population close to 6 mil-
lion. The country looks like a 700-kilometer-long corridor linking the Atlan-
tic Ocean in the south to River Niger in the north. The landscapeisgeneraly
flat with the exception of the Atacora Plateau in the northwest, which
reaches up to 800 meters high. Rainfall varies between 900 millimeters
and 1,450 millimeters per year, and the temperature ranges between 22° and
37° Celsius under shelter.

With the exception of afew pockets of forest areas and mangroves, the
vegetation is of a savannah type. The soils are sandy along the coast and
largely ferralitic in the other areas, with tracks of vertisolsin river valleys.
The arable land amounts to 70,500 square kilometers, of which only 15 per-
cent are exploited.

Sociocultural and Political Background

Benin is a multiethnic society with three major groups of languages. The
common denominator among the Beninese population is the importance
attached to the family cell as a production, consumption, and social integra-
tion unit. With continuing economic changes, however, the extended family
is being replaced by a nuclear family module, especially in the fast-
expanding urban areas.

Benin became an independent state in 1960 and has since experienced a
wide spectrum of political systems, beginning with liberal democracy and
then returning to it after 17 years of Marxism-Leninism. The latter regime
failed economically but it enhanced people’s political awareness without
affecting their devation to religion and deep attachment to private owner-
ship. The multiparty demaocracy that now prevails in Benin seems to be
working to the satisfaction of the majority.

Economic Profile

Benin has witnessed two major economic phases in recent years. The first
phase, severe economic crisis, lasted from 1985 to 1990. The second, recov-
ery, phase began in 1990.

The crisis phase devel oped as a consequence of the government’ s deci-
sion to apply Marxist-Leninist precepts to governance, including the man-
agement of economic and social development. All large- and medium-scale
enterprises were nationalized. So was the banking system. Prevailing rules
and regulations left little room to the private sector. State-owned trading
companies were established.

The omnipotence of the public sector led to the massive recruitment of
civil servants far beyond the capacity of the national budget. At the same
time, the poorly managed public enterprises accumulated severe losses,



compelling the government to provide substantial subsidies to keep them
afloat. The banking system collapsed completely. For its survival, Beninese
society reacted by vigorously expanding and diversifying the activities of
theinformal sector.

To put the economy back on track the government decided to undertake
a structural adjustment program in collaboration with the International
Monetary Fund and the World Bank. The program began in 1989 and is
currently in its third stage. The first two stages aimed at restoring the
viability of public finances and the balance of payments, keeping the rate
of increase of domestic prices and costs low, and enhancing the accelera-
tion of economic growth. The third stage adds a significant social dimen-
sion, consisting of the protection of vulnerable groups and the promotion
of human resources.

So far theresults of the adjustment program have been encouraging. The
rate of growth of gross national product (GNP), which was 2.7 percent per
year between 1985 and 1990, rose to 4.5 percent between 1990 and 1997.
The program has had a positive impact on the evolution of government
expenditures and revenues, the privatization of public enterprises, and the
recovery of the banking system, which is now healthy and expanding.

The Rural Sector

The rura sector, which includes agriculture, anima husbandry, fisheries,
and forestry, provides occupation to 56 percent of Benin's active population
and accounts for 36 percent of GNP.

From 1960 to 1975 agricultura development policies and programs
accorded priority to the promation of export crops, mainly cotton and oil
palm. From 1975 to 1985, policymakers emphasized self-sufficiency infood
and the supply of raw materialsto local industries. Subsequently the govern-
ment sought to expand both the food- and export-crop sectors.

The agricultural growth rate has risen from 4.8 percent during the period
198590 to 5.5 percent during 1991-97. The government, which devotes
24 percent of public investment to agriculture, has redefined its role in that
sector, making a progressive transfer of relevant economic functions to the
private sector.

The most significant jump in agricultural output has come from cotton
production, which rose from 162,000 metric tonsin 199293 to 350,000 met-
ric tons in 1996-97. Producers can thank institutional reforms in the cotton
subsector, priceincentives, and revenue redistribution measuresfor this spurt.

Benin’s main food crops include cereals and roots and tubers. Maize is
themain cereal crop, with annual production of 497,000 metric tonsin 1995,
corresponding to ayield of 1,019 kilograms per hectare. Sorghum is second
(112,000 metric tons, with ayield of 776 kilograms per hectare).



Rice production is making progressin both output (14,600 metric tonsin
1996 compared with 8,845 metric tonsin 1990) and yield (1,550 kilograms
per hectare in 1997 compared with 1,300 kilogramsin 1990).

Y amslead the roots and tubers group, with aproduction level of 1,225,000
metric tons (11 tons per hectare yield) followed by cassava (1,094,000 metric
tons output, 8.5 tons per hectare yield). Other food crops include grain
legumes, groundnuts, and a variety of vegetables and tropical fruits.

Onthelivestock front, Beninese animal husbandry involvesover 1 million
head of cattle raised predominantly in the northern part of the country. Sheep,
goats, and pigs are raised as well, although pigs were decimated by pestsin
1997. Benin produces about 30,000 metric tons of meat, 40,000 metric tons of
milk, and 20,000,000 eggs ayear. Animal production is characterized by low
labor productivity and alimited number of market-oriented enterprises.

There are two main sources of fishery products: marine fisheries, which
yield an average of 10,000 metric tons per year, and land fisheries, which
produce 30,000 metric tons. Marine fisheries are constrained by limited
natural resources and equipment, while the output of island waters is handi-
capped by siltation, overexploitation, and pollution by floating weeds.

BALANCING FOOD NEEDS AND SUPPLY

Food Balance Sheet: The Current Picture

Most of the calories and nutrients Beninese consume come from vegetal
sources. Benin is self-sufficient in maize, yams, cassava, and groundnuts,
but not in millet, sorghum, rice, and cowpeas (Table 1).

The analysis of the food situation by region shows that the deficit at the
national level for millet and sorghum stems from inefficient production in
the two major producing and consuming regions (Atacora and Borgou). Y et
those two regions were able to deliver excess production of maize to the
Atlantique and Mono regions, which are traditional producers and consum-
ers of that commodity. This interregional trade reflects a new trend in the
production pattern of the northern savannah areas, which are seizing market
opportunities and diversifying production.

The positive nationa balance for maize represents only 4.5 percent of
consumption, whereas the national balance for cassava amounts to a com-
fortable 13.7 percent of consumption. Y am production exceeds consumption
by 65.9 percent. On the deficit side, domestic production of rice covers only
14 percent of consumption.

If one compares the staple food bal ance sheets for 1996/97 and 1997/98
(Tables 1 and 2; see Table 3 for an aggregate picture), the similarity in the
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staplefood supply picture suggests several research and policy issues. Yams
could play agreater rolein meeting food needs through appropriate process-
ing and preservation. There is room for expanding rice production to a
significant extent. About 60,000 hectares of suitable land are available for
this purpose. Grain legumes have a low profile in the food basket. Indeed,
the evolution of per capita staple food production from 1993 to 1997 shows
a decline of grain legume production from 37.4 kilograms per capita to
26.7 kilograms (Table 4). The production of cereals seems to hover around
128 kilograms and that of roots and tubersrises from 448 kilogramsto reach
518 kilograms per capita. The decline in grain legume productivity is due
mainly to the lack of cost-effective pest control packages that can protect
cowpeas and other legumes against their numerous parasites.

Providing Food for the Next Generation

The 1992 census recorded a population size of 4.9 million inhabitants. The
census al so showed a life expectancy of 54.2 years, an infant mortality rate
of 162 per thousand, an average of 6.1 children per adult woman (at age 50),
an average family size of 5.9 persons, aratio of women-headed households
amounting to 21 percent of total households, and an urban population ratio
of 36 percent. Women account for 51.3 percent of the total population.

The overall population is increasing at the rate of 2.8 percent per year.
By 2020 10.5 million people will be living in Benin. All other things being
equal, the food requirements by 2020 also will be about twice the current
volume. Other factors, especially health statusand incomelevels, could raise
demand further.

The population of Benin suffers from tropical transmissible and para-
sitic diseases. Therelatively rapid population growth of 2.8 percent makes
it hard to provide adequate health services at a satisfactory pace. The cov-
erage rate of medical staff, for example, is still far below World Health
Organization (WHO) norms. The country has 1 doctor for 19,617 inhabi-
tants, compared with the WHO recommendation of 1 per 10,000. One mid-
wife assists 12,504 women, whereas the WHO norm is 1 per 5,000. Under
its five-year development program the government is vigorously trying to
improvethe coverage of health services by recruiting additional staff under
specific contracts to assist the neediest communities. The construction of
health centersis expanding, especially in rural areas. The supply of drink-
ing water isimproving. Other positive factorsinclude the development of a
private medical sector, the upgrading of traditional medicine, and the
emergence of cooperative health insurance schemes.

Unless attitudes toward family size change significantly, the efforts
being made to improve health may result in apopul ation even larger than the
10.5 million forecast for 2020.
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Income determines the quality and quantity of food consumed by a per-
son, a family, and the nation as a whole. The aggregate food supply at the
national level may be sufficient to feed the entire population and yet some
segments of the population may not have adequate accessto food because of
lack of income.

In Benin, the inability to purchase adequate food manifests itself in
urban aswell asrural areas. In urban areas, unemployment isthe main cause
of inadequateincome levels. Unemployment was particularly severeduring
theinitial years of the structural adjustment program, when the government
had to lay off thousands of civil servants, adding to the many jobless peo-
ple, especialy young graduates and school-leavers. In order to reduce
unemployment the government launched the Highly Labor Intensive Public
Works scheme (TUHIMO) in the main cities. This scheme continues as part
of the social dimension of structural adjustment. In rural areas, some farm-
ing communities do not always produce enough to meet their basic food
needs, let alone enough to buy additional food and meet other essential
requirements. To ensure a sustainable income base for rural communities,
the government launched an Income-Generating Activities project
(PAGER) in 1995. This project recognizes gainful employment and income
as the key to eradicating rural poverty and ensuring food security. It pro-
motes microeconomic initiatives on an individual and collective basis. It
should go along way toward increasing rural family income, especially for
women, who tend to direct more household resourcestoward improving the
nutrition status of the family. We know that “no mother who has money in
her purse would allow her child to go to bed with an empty stomach” (stated
by arural women’s group leader at arecent meeting on poverty eradication
in Natitingou, northwest Benin).

Moreover, the nation’s economic growth rate has averaged 4.5 percent
over the 1991-97 period. It was 5.5 percent in 1996 and is expected to be
6.2 percent in 1998 and 6.7 percent in 2002. If current efforts to reach those
targets are pursued in parallel with employment creation through private,
small- and medium-scal e enterprises, additional income should be available
to boost household consumption. That would affect the quantities as well as
the quality of food required.

Because of its geographic position Benin is aregiona crossroad and a
transit country. It belongs to two regional economic unions: the Economic
and Monetary Union of West Africa(UEMOA), comprising eight states that
share the same currency, are close to establishing a customs union, and
belong to alarger union of 16 countries, ECOWAS. ECOWAS isalsotaking
important steps toward regional economic integration, especially with
respect to the free movement of goods and services and the creation of a
larger customs union within the next few years.
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Looking at its most immediate neighbors, Benin has a market of over
100 million consumers in Nigeria and bordering Sahelian countries, which
suffer periodically from drought and food shortages and must draw on the
Beninese food basket to meet their own needs. Therefore, to ensure adequate
food supply to the population of Benin, farmers must produce significantly
more than required by domestic demand.

Such indeed has been the pattern, athough it has not precluded the
importation of some food items, especially from Nigeria, when the currency
exchange rate has favored the Beninese. Demand for staple foodstuffs pro-
duced in Benin has also been increasing in the foreign subregion far beyond
neighboring countries. While this situation leads to strong inflationary pres-
sure on domestic prices and occasionally to organized importation, foreign
demand should also be seen as an opportunity to expand production.

For Benin to seize such an opportunity, however, itsfood production and
supply system must be competitive. That isabasic requirement for two main
reasons. First, because ECOWAS offers an integrated economic space, other
farming communities will be keen to compete in the food market. Second,
the new rules of the World Trade Organization call for global competition
and the dismantling of protectionist barriers.

IMPROVING THE FOOD SUPPLY SYSTEM

Toimprovethe food supply system, constraintsto land and labor productiv-
ity, adequate food processing and preservation, and food distribution and
consumption must be addressed.

Constraints to Land and Labor Productivity

Sail fertility. The depletion of soil nutrients makes it impossible to realize
the potential of existing crop varietiesthat are well adapted to local condi-
tions. Varieties of maize are available that can yield four metric tons per
hectare against the current average of one ton. Likewise 20 to 28 tons of
cassava roots can be obtained against the current yield of 8.5 tons per hec-
tare. The restoration of the fertility level isamajor precondition for taking
full advantage of yield potential. The cost of imported fertilizers and other
inputs, given CFA currency devaluation, also becomes an issue for achiev-
ing maximum yields. A plant nutrient supply package that combines nutri-
ents produced on the farm with purchased inputs may go along way toward
mitigating cost and maintaining soil fertility at the required level. Some
steps are being taken along thislinein Benin.
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Land degradation. Land degradation can be observed throughout the
country’ s farmlands, especially in the cotton-producing areas in the north-
ern savannah belt. Rapid growth in cotton production came partly from a
significant expansion of cultivated area at the expense of ascarce and valu-
able natural population of trees and shrubs. As aresult, the land has been
severely eroded and floods are becoming a recurrent phenomenon during
the rainy season. Proposed corrective measures include partial reforesta-
tion, introduction of agroforestry practices, and a combination of a cotton
acreage ceiling and more productive technical packages.

Water management. Because traditional Beninese agricultural practice
has not included irrigation, more than 300,000 hectares of irrigable lands
are |eft idle, even though their use could provide a substantial amount of
food and allow less suitable land currently under cultivation to be used for
forestry or environmental conservation purposes.

On-farm equipment. Except for the few fruit and vegetable growers, the
return per man-day of labor input islow for the majority of small farmers
who still work with hand tools. The promotion of animal traction, which
is spreading in the cattle-raising northern provinces, provides the be-
ginnings of a solution. Similar or alternative means must be developed
for the south.

Lack of access to appropriate financial services. This serioudly limits the
ability of the rural poor, especially women, to seize commercial opportuni-
ties. Existing commercial banks are far too distant from rural financial mar-
kets. The FECECAM (agricultural cooperative credit union) network is not
yet reaching disadvantaged producers. In spite of their diversity and their
adaptation to the conditions of the poorest segments of the rural population,
informal financial systems remain insecure, expensive, and limited in their
volume of operations. And the centralized financial systems established
within various projects, including nongovernmental organization (NGO)
projects, have restricted coverage. Therefore, areal need exists for creating
local financial enterprises that are able to provide alarge spectrum of serv-
ices and easy accessto therural poor, particularly women (IFAD 1990). The
government has just launched a microfinance and a commercialization proj-
ect to address thisissue.

Dissemination of technological information and know-how. Inits efforts
to streamline the civil service, the government significantly reduced the
size of the agricultural extension staff, but subsequent contractual arrange-
ments have limited the negative impact. The quality of the extension
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messages and the manner in which they are conveyed, however, remain a
matter of concern to farmers, who want to have more say in the determina-
tion of the research themes that produce the eventual extension messages.
Farmers also want to play an active part in the eval uation of the technol ogi-
cal packages offered, so as to amend them and thereby propose new
research topics. Participation at these levels is also a necessary part of the
farmer’ s training process.

Constraints to Adequate Food Processing
and Preservation

Agro-industrial enterprises have been expanding their activities and pro-
viding processed food items mainly to urban areas. Most of the population
in rural Benin depends on locally processed food items. These processing
activities are carried out largely by women who cannot increase the quan-
tity and improve the quality of their output unless equipped with more
labor- and energy-efficient equipment. The government, along with
NGOs, is promoting the adoption of improved processing equipment used
in neighboring and other developing countries. Energy to run this equip-
ment will have to come from village woodlots, biogas, and solar energy.
The expansion of drinkable water supply schemesis also needed to facili-
tate food processing. The lack of low-cost storage facilitiesthat are easy to
manage and effective in minimizing crop losses is another serious con-
straint to food preservation.

Constraints to Food Distribution
and Consumption

High transaction costs of agricultural commodities constitute the main
constraint to food distribution and consumption. These costs can be traced
to (1) inadequate road links, which make access to marketplaces difficult,
(2) poor access to commercial information, (3) the multiplicity of actors
along the commercial chain, each of them handling small quantities of
products, (4) the heterogeneity of the norms and practices associated with
weight measures and packaging, (5) postharvest losses, and (6) unlawful
levy of fees by corrupt public agents dealing with transportation control.

The government’ s efforts to mitigate high transaction costs places spe-
cial emphasis on improving road networks, mainly feeder roads, and fight-
ing malpractice in transport control. New rural development projects can
also assist traders of agricultural produce—-most of whom are women—by
supporting grassroots efforts to improve the capacity of commercialization
systems to be self-financing and sustainable.
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MORE FOOD ON A SUSTAINABLE BASIS
Nutritional Requirements

Data from the 1992-94 FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations) food balance sheets show that Beninese have 2,325 calories
available per capita per day, 57.4 grams of protein, and 44.8 grams of fat.
V egetal sources provide 95.3 percent of the calories, 81.3 percent of the pro-
tein, and 85.9 percent of the fat (Table 5).

The nutritional requirements recommended for Benin by the National
Food and Nutrition Directorate (DANA) are 2,400 cal ories, 60 grams of pro-
tein, and 60 grams of fat per day. The gap between the recommendations and
reality is not significant under present population and food production cir-
cumstances, athough it should be noted that the average figures hide
regional and social discrepancies. Eleven out of atotal of 78 districts show
chronic food deficits. A 1995 survey by INSAE, the National Institute of
Statisticsand Economic Analysis, revealsthat 17 percent of the rural popula-
tion lives below the extreme poverty threshold of 38,800 CFA per capita per
year, which means that they are unable to meet basic food requirements.
Thirty-three percent of the rural population lives below the general poverty
threshold of 56,600 CFA, unable to meet basic nonfood requirements. In
urban areas the ratios are 30 percent and 33 percent respectively, and at the
national level the figures are 19.5 percent and 33.7 percent.

If no qualitative changes occur in the contribution of staple foods to
total calorie intake, and population increases to 10.5 million, projection
of staple food requirements for the year 2020 would show the need for
1.4 millions metric tons of cereals; 5.0 million metric tons of roots and
tubers; 151,000 metric tons of grain legumes; 500,000 metric tons of oil-
seeds; 542,000 metric tons of vegetables; and 355,000 metric tons of fruit.
These figures mean doubling the production of food crops over the period
1992-94 to 2020.

The magnitude of the necessary increases in staple food production due
only to population growth presents a serious challenge. The issuesthat need
to be addressed if Beninese are to have a sustained supply of food cover a
wide range.

A quick look at the statistical datain Table 6 may suggest that food pro-
duction growth has been able to match the population growth over the past
four years, at least as far as major staple foods are concerned. However, a
number of factors temper optimism. First, the increases in production are
due to the expansion of area under cultivation. Second, the production
increase has been disappointing for some crops even on the expanded aress.
For example, the 3 percent increase in area under root and tuber cultivation
produced only a 0.1 percent increase in total output, while the 9 percent
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Table 6—Growth ratesin staple food production and population,

1993-94 to 1996-97
Growth Growth Growth

Population of cereal of tuber of legume

Y ear growth production production production
(percent)

1993-94 3 -1.8 74 -25
1994-95 3 -6 4.7 -15
1995-96 3 15 133 48
1996-97 3 114 0.11 5.27

Source: Office National de Securité Alimentaire (ONASA)/Centre d'Action Regiona du
Développement Rural (CARDER), Ministére du Développement Rural, Benin.

increase in grain-legume—producing areayielded only a 5.3 percent increase
in production. The low yields indicate instability in output due to the fragil-
ity of the production systems and high dependance on rainfall coupled with
poor water management and moisture control.

The more population pressure and demand for food grow, the greater the
risk that area expansion will lead to mining of the land and irreversible deg-
radation of the natural resource base. These consequences can be prevented
only if food production systems are adjusted to natural resource preservation
requirements. This holds true even though only 15 percent of the arable land
of Benin is said to be cultivated. Benin is a country with old human settle-
ments and it is clear that settlers have selected what their experience has
shown them to be the optimum living and production environment. Continu-
ing expansion of cultivated areas at the current pace will only lead to abuse
of suboptimal land that the collective wisdom has | eft for livestock produc-
tion, forest, and game reserve purposes.

Reconciling Food Production Increase
with the Preservation and Enhancement
of the Natural Resource Base

Therearetwo setsof issuesrelated to the need to meet food requirementsina
sustainable way: those at the farm level and those at the village and water -
shed level. At the farm level the preservation of the natural resource base
callsfor the solution of two key interrelated problems: (1) soil infertility, that
is, the replenishment of soil nutrients and organic matter, and (2) soil ero-
sion, which causes substantial 1oss of topsoil.

If expansion of cultivated areamust belimited, the only real option leftis
to increase productivity per unit of land. This must be coupled with an
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increasein labor productivity because aminimum level of netincomeisnec-
essary for investing in soil fertility improvement.

Research and extension services have on-shelf technological packages
that can address those concerns for the immediate future. However, these
packages often do not suit the socioeconomic conditions of farming commu-
nities (for example, the division of 1abor between men and women, the avail-
ability of manpower at thefarm level if children must go to school, accessto
credit, and transaction costs of commodities). It has become obviousthat the
research themes that lead to the design of technological packages must be
discussed with farmers. To that end the link between the national research
institute, public extension services, and farmers, and the growing intermedi-
ary role of NGOs, are the order of the day.

Rural Benin is witnessing a fast-expanding movement of farmers
organizations that are claiming more say in agricultural and rural develop-
ment policy formulation. The coming years should see the strengthening of
those organizations, especially women’s groups. Women will be playing an
increasingly important role in the food production chain, particularly in the
areas of commercialization and processing.

At the village and watershed level the main concern is the effective
and durable functioning of the ecosystem on a number of levels: provid-
ing noncultivated food, especially fruits and vegetables; generating fuel-
wood and timber, pharmaceutical plants, and various raw materials; pro-
tecting useful biological agents such as insects that perform essential
functions in plant pollination or biological pest control; storing water;
protecting farmland and villages against soil erosion and flooding; and
preserving the microclimate.

In many regions the low output on farms and the lack of satisfactory
nonfarm income-generating activities have led farming communitiesto tap
aggressively the food and nonfood resources available around them. Vil-
lage landscapes and watersheds have been degraded as aresult and ecosys-
tems have been unable to function properly. The public authorities and
much of the population have recognized the risks involved in continuing
the degradation process. To reverse the process a hatural resource manage-
ment project (PGRN) hasbeen recently initiated. Itsbeginningslook prom-
ising. The project elicitsthe participation of the people concerned to ensure
that collective discipline governs the use of areas to be farmed, the deci-
sions about areas where trees can be exploited, and the control of game
hunting. By improving the farming system and making local communities
responsible for resource management, the project will protect natural
resources as a reservoir of additional goods. Government will be saving
surveillance costs and limiting corrupt practices.
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Policy Implications

The challenge of providing an adequate food supply on asustainable basisto
the growing population of Benin calls for policy measures on three fronts:
(1) agricultural and rural development activities, (2) agricultural research,
and (3) regiona cooperation.

Agricultural and rural development activities. Government must fully
implement the decisions taken within the framework of structural adjust-
ment that aim to transfer key agricultural development functions to the pri-
vate sector. Thesefunctions essentially includeinput supply and agricultural
commodity marketing, in which small farmersare keento play agreater role.

The process of decentralizing governance should be accelerated to
empower local communities to plan, mobilize financial resources for, and
implement their own rural development programs so as to provide basic
goods and servicesto all. Such programs must give specia attention to road
infrastructure, water supply, health centers, primary schools, rura credit
facilities, and collective management of natural resources.

The regulations, standards, and measures that hamper the establishment
of competitive food marketing systems must be reviewed and corrected.

Adequate steps must also be taken to speed the implementation and
expansion of the recently initiated income-generating activities project to
ensure a broad and early impact on food consumption.

The currently applied agricultural extension methodologies must be
reviewed in close collaboration with farmers' groups and other NGOs to
improve the dialogue between researchers, extension workers, and farmers,
thereby ensuring that research themes and extension packages arerelevant to
the needs of agricultural producers. To this end, traditional communication
systems should be studied.

The recognition of the important and growing role played by women in
the rural communities should be trandated into measures that identify and
address their specific needs.

Agricultural research. Government should maintain the emphasis on food-
based production systems as prescribed by the national agricultural research
master plan. Research on water management as well as natural resources
management must be given greater attention in order to provide more effec-
tive support to ongoing projects.

Food policy research must be enhanced as well. The agricultural
research master plan has introduced an innovation into the traditional
research agendain Benin by adding an agricultural policy anaysis program.
According to the master plan, “The essentia role of the agricultural policy
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analysis program will beto determine the bottlenecks in devel opment strate-
gies through the analysis of agricultural policy instruments, and provide
decision makers with detailed information on which to base their actions.
The objective of the program isto assist in understanding the behavior of the
agricultural sector within a context of economic and institutional change.
This program takes into account national development objectives aswell as
the needs of the user” (INRAB 1996).

The agricultural policy analysis program determined that seven main
policy instruments apply to Benin: (1) macroeconomic policy, (2) price pol-
icy, (3) credit policy, (4) research policy, (5) transfer of knowledge, (6) the
structure of the rural society, and (7) land tenure policy.

The program also identified 22 research themes out of which 7 were
selected as priority topics: (1) the impact of agricultural finance policies,
(2) the input supply and distribution circuits, (3) the socioeconomic and
cultural constraints on the adoption of technology, (4) economic analysis of
preservation and packaging systems, (5) land tenure systems, (6) sources of
income and their utilization, and (7) types of farmers’ organizations.

The program, moreover, recognizes that other policy instruments, out-
side the realm of agricultural research, must also be studied. Here the main
issueisthe efficiency of institutions such asthe National Corporation for the
Promotion of Agriculture (SONAPRA), theregional rural development cen-
ters (CARDER), the financial ingtitutions, the NGOs, and the seaport facili-
ties. The Beninese Center for Scientific and Technica Research (CBRST)
must contribute to these efficiency evaluations.

While the agricultural policy analysis program might implicitly address
food production issues, policy research on food production should become
an explicit agendaitem. Indeed food production and supply requirements are
different from the needs associated with export crops such as cotton. If, as
stated in the master plan, food is to receive priority attention, the issue of
trade-offs will arise, and food policy research should assist in identifying
those trade-off proposals that can reconcile food supply objectives with
foreign-currency-earning and other socioeconomic goals.

Regional cooperation. The main purpose of regiona cooperation is to
secure a share of the ECOWAS market, which will offer about 380 million
consumersin theyear 2020. A competitive food system would ensure access
to this market as well as international markets. Specific areas of regiona
cooperation can enhance the competitiveness of each nation’s food system.
These areas include commodity research, research on natural resource marn-
agement, and technology generation and transfer. Collaboration of this kind
will make optimum use of scarce human and financial resources at the
national level.
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Benin should also play an active role in the integration of national and
regional markets by increasing the usefulness of its road network to the
regional transport systems. It must contribute as well to the effective opera
tion of the ECOWAS and UEMOA trade liberalization schemes that are
under implementation. Regional food supply and food security master plans
would further the economic well-being of West African states. Benin should
take an active part in the establishment of such plans.

CONCLUSION

Today no significant gap between food supply and demand existsin Benin.
Y et the national food basket is not accessible to all segments of the popula-
tion. Some parts of Benin have been unable to grow enough food. Equally
important, inadequate income generation and distribution causes one-fifth of
the nation’ s population to be extremely poor and one-third to be poor. If the
poor are to have access to adequate food, the government must vigorously
promote income-generating activities, especialy in therural areas.

Irrespective of the impact that additional income may have on the
demand for food, Benin minimally must double its food crop production to
meet its food requirements in 2020. That objective must be achieved while
preserving the natural resource base and allowing the existing ecosystemsto
function properly. To achieve sustainable production increases, on-farm
food production methods will have to be improved and off-farm food and
nonfood supplies and services will have to be provided.

Large productivity gainsfrom major improvementsin crop yieldswill be
necessary. The overall food system can aso be enhanced by lowering the
transaction costs of food commodities. Thefood system should also takeinto
account the regional market, because Benin belongs to a wider economic
system, ECOWAS.

The challenge posed by the need to provide adequate food to the popula-
tion of Benin in 2020 calls for policy measures that support rural develop-
ment and agricultural research. The challenge also requires action that takes
advantage of regional cooperation.
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